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ABSTRACT 
This paper focuses on the issues refugees and asylum 
seekers face in their daily lives in Australia. We present 
findings from a field study that included a mix of fourteen 
participants involving refugees, asylum seekers, activists 
and community workers, who participated in a cultural 
probes inspired and semi-structured interview studies. 
The probes approach was adopted to involve refugees and 
asylum seekers in a set of engaging and creative activities 
in order to elicit their experiences related to displacement, 
cultural preferences and beliefs. Our findings reveal three 
main challenges refugees and asylum seekers in Australia 
face: mistrust, cultural barriers and displacement trauma. 
In the paper, we discuss examples from the field and 
provide implications for designing technologies that can 
support and empower refugees and asylum seekers. 
Author Keywords 
Refugee, Asylum Seeker, Vulnerability, Probes, ICT, 
Design 
ACM Classification Keywords 
H5.m. Information interfaces and presentation (e.g., 
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INTRODUCTION 
Refugees and asylum seekers are considered the most 
vulnerable people on the earth, according to the UN 
(UNHCR, 2015). Conflict, persecution and wars have 
forced thousands of people to leave their homes and seek 
refuge and safety elsewhere. Developed countries in the 
North America, Europe and Australasia have faced 
unprecedented inflow in refugee populations. For 
example, more than 108,000 refugees have settled in 
Australia between 2001 and 2010 from a diverse range of 
countries and cultural backgrounds (Slewa-Younan et al., 
2014). While there are political and humanistic 
challenges associated with refugee settlement, there are 
some pertinent social and cultural challenges too. In most 
cases, displacement, separation from their family, a lack 
of social support, and language barriers exacerbate 
refugees’ experience in host countries – often leading to 
social isolation and health problems (Atwell et al., 2007).  
There is a remarkable growth in the field of HCI to 
explore new ways of supporting vulnerable communities 
such as the homeless, the chronically ill, people with low 
income, elderly, and people living with mental health 
issues (Dillahunt 2014; Waycott et al., 2015; Vyas et al. 
2015). HCI has examined the significant role ICT can 
play in enhancing the lives of individuals facing 
emotional, cognitive, socioeconomic, and physical 
challenges (Vines et al., 2013). However the vulnerable 
group of refugees and asylum seekers has been less 
studied to date in HCI, with a few exceptions (Talhouk et 
al., 2016).  
Our project aims to design inclusive, social technologies 
that can reduce vulnerabilities of refugees and asylum 
seekers and provide opportunities for them to integrate 
into the host country. To achieve this aim, we started by 
carrying out a qualitative field study to explore refugees’ 
and asylum seekers’ experiences and to understand the 
barriers they encounter in their daily lives. We recruited 6 
refugees and 4 asylum seekers residing in Australia and 
also involved 2 activists and 2 community workers in an 
hour long interview process. Following this, we applied a 
cultural probes (Gaver et al., 1999) inspired method with 
6 refugees and asylum seekers who participated in the 
interview study.  
Based on our findings we discuss three broad themes that 
can be seen as challenges faced by the refugee and 
asylum seeker community in Australia: mistrust, cultural 
barriers, and displacement trauma. We provide a set of 
design directions and discuss the vulnerability of 
displacement and its effects on human lives. Our main 
contribution to the OzCHI community is the empirical 
insights that we draw-out from our findings. 
RELATED WORK 
This literature review analyses the relevant studies in 
three parts. The first part provides a brief background on 
the refugee and asylum seeker population and some of the 
known issues they struggle with. The second part 
discusses the different approaches and techniques used in 
HCI research to design that supports vulnerable people. 
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The third part reviews a set of studies that have focused 
on refugees and asylum seekers.  
A brief background on refugees and asylum seekers 
The UN Refugee Convention defines refugee as any 
person who has been forced to flee his country due to a 
well-founded fear of being persecuted due to the reasons 
of race, religion, political opinion and membership of a 
particular social group (UNHCR, 2015). On the other 
hand, asylum seeker is someone who has fled his country 
and implemented for protection visa as a refugee and is 
waiting for his/her claim for a refugee status to be 
assessed by the host governments (ASRG, 2015). 
Integrating into the host community is one of the main 
problems refugees and asylum seekers face in Australia. 
The issue of ‘integration’ has been defined and examined 
differently in different contexts. In the context of 
refugees, the meaning of integration is depending on 
refugee reception in each community and can change 
over time (Caidi et al., 2010). Sociologists associated the 
term of integration with assimilation, in which one 
community gives up their culture, norm and value in 
favour of following that of host community (Park and 
Burgess, 1921).  Several effective factors leading to 
successful integration have been identified. For example, 
Ager and Strang (2008) state that social connection that 
include social bonds, social bridges and social links are 
the most powerful factors that  can facilitate the process 
of integration . War and precautions erode social 
connection, trust, and social cohesion among refugees and 
asylum seekers (Duke et al., 1999). Issues such as 
discrimination and a lack of social support have been 
found to lead to depression, anxiety and feelings of social 
isolation among refugees (Upham et al., 2013) that  can 
have negative effects on both the mental and physical 
health of refugees (Barnard et al., 2013). Therefore, 
supporting refugees and asylum seekers in civic 
engagement and social connectedness is vital to produce 
social trust, the sense of belonging and maintain their 
culture (Putnam, 2001). 
Designing for vulnerable people 
HCI research has increasingly focused on sensitive 
settings which involve a wide range of vulnerable people.  
Researchers have identified complex ethical, cultural and 
political challenges that need to be addressed. These 
challenges need to be addressed carefully as they may 
exacerbate the situation of vulnerable people, rather than 
improving them (Waycott et al., 2015). HCI research has 
led to the development of different types of technologies, 
and the following section examines these technologies 
and their impact on vulnerable people. 
In the domain of an ageing population, HCI researchers 
have concentrated on assistive technologies that 
compensate for people’s frailties, such as helping with 
exercising, increasing social engagement, and increasing 
memory aids. Rogers et al. (2014) used the Makey Makey 
inventor’s toolkit to improve the quality of life for elderly 
people aged between 60 and the late 80s. Participatory 
design was used in this research, allowing people to 
express themselves and participate proactively and 
directly in the design development process (Muller, 
2003). In the domain of assistive technologies, Lee and 
Dey (2011) designed a home sensing system to assist the 
elderly with cognitive impairment to monitor medication 
taking and telephone use. They used a qualitative focus 
group of two older adults and studied how they used the 
data collected about their attitudes, over a period of 
months, to reflect on their capabilities of staying 
independent. 
Focusing on the economically disadvantaged population, 
Dillahunt (2014) discusses the role of ICT in engaging 
lower-income communities in social activities and 
improving their empowerment, social inclusion and social 
capital. Mixed-methods were used in this research and 
involved interviews, participant surveys, and scenario 
exercises were modelled. Vines et al. (2014) show how 
families from low-income backgrounds applied rich 
practices to manage money and how technologies can 
support such practices. In the domain of ICTD, Pecknold 
(2009) engaged in designing a novel website for a 
cooperative of weavers in a rural village in Rwanda. 
Cultural probes were chosen as a method of inspiring a 
design process with poor communities where access to 
technology was not available and language was not 
shared. Data collection from cultural probes revealed that 
photography and drawing can be used as visual tools for 
communication. A thorough examination of texture, 
colour, smell, sound, and taste could offer new 
dimensions that consider alternate avenues for dealing 
with complex issues.  
Designing for refugees and asylum seekers 
HCI has received attention through its provision of 
solutions, based on ICT, that support the massive wave of 
refugees who have fled crisis zones in the Middle East to 
look for asylum in safe zones. Baranoff et al. (2015) 
designed a new system called Lantern that supports old 
mobile phone technology with modern, near field 
communication (NFC) capabilities. Using this technology 
allows newcomer refugees in the USA to navigate and 
learn within their environment. The findings show that 
this system helps refugees to navigate their environment 
by themselves without feeling they are burdening their 
support system for help. Other researchers developed a 
new system called Rivrtran to support newcomer refugees 
in their communication with their host community in the 
USA (Brown and Grinter (2016). Rivrtran supports 
refugees in communicating with their mentors by 
mitigating the process of communication. Furthermore, 
advantages could manifest themselves by helping 
newcomer refugees improve their confidence in 
expanding their networks, thereby developing their social 
capital and access to help in the host community. The 
Syrian crisis has forced more than six million people to 
flee their country to countries such as Turkey, Jordan, and 
Lebanon. As a result of this crisis, Lebanon received 
more than one million refugees who needed health care 
services (UNHCR, 2015). Using antenatal care (ANC) 
services is a challenge for women. Talhouk et al. (2016) 
explored the feasibility and acceptability of combining 
digital technology into antenatal care provision for Syrian 
refugees in rural Lebanon. The research provides insight 
into potential barriers to involving the Syrian refugees in 
 3
design activities, including issues related to cultural 
barriers, and the use of artefacts to open new avenues of 
dialog and ideation. Refugees and asylum seekers face 
socioeconomic problems that lead to a social and digital 
divide (Alam and Imran, 2015). (Aal et al., 2014; 
Yerousis et al., 2015) examine how a computer club can 
enable the emergence of social ties among residents of the 
camp. Their study was implemented in the West Bank 
refugee camps of Palestine, where more than 25,000 
inhabitants live. The computer club created new 
opportunities for sharing information that may eventually 
support more social integration between the camp's 
marginalised population and the wider Palestinian 
population. Stickel et al. (2015) conducted a qualitative 
research with vulnerable children in a Palestinian refugee 
camp. The study was inspired by German computer club 
concept called Come_IN (Schubert et al., 2011) and its 
impact on maintaining cultural barriers and social 
engagement among heterogeneous communities.  The 
finding shows that using 3D printing by children has 
several advantages in improvement and educational 
settings, particularly regarding to self-expression. Fisher, 
Yefimova, and Yafi (2016) implemented Participatory 
design workshops with Syrian youth refugees who live at 
Za’atari refugee camp in Jordan. The purpose of this 
study is to know how Syrian youth refugee assists other 
refugees using ICT.   In this study, the research engaged 
participants in creative activities through asking them to 
draw and design Magic devices to know how Syrian 
youth help other refugees in the setting of ICT wayfaring.   
The finding of this study provides additional setting of 
the refugee’s challenges, involving literacy and 
information issues. Sawhney (2009) highlighted the role 
of digital storytelling to empower Palestinian youth 
refugees who live inside internal camp. The researcher 
conducted several workshops to engage this marginalized 
group in creative activities and empower them through 
telling their own stories.  However, designing 
technologies for refugees and asylum seekers is still a 
new area. More effort and investigations are vital in HCI 
research to empower these vulnerable people and support 
them to raise their social capital in their host community. 
THE STUDY 
A qualitative approach was adopted in this research as we 
wanted to develop a rich understanding of refugees’ and 
asylum seekers’ experience of displacement, beliefs, 
desires and cultural preferences. We also aimed to build 
rapport with participants, in order to invite them for the 
cultural probes study. This was very important as many of 
them were very sensitive about revealing any information 
about their situation in Australia. 
Methods 
We employed a mix of semi-structured interview and 
cultural probes (Gaver, et al., 1999) methods. We carried 
out interviews participants at their residences, as we 
wanted first to understand general information about 
refugees and asylum seekers. This involved questions 
about their background, how they arrived in Australia, 
their experiences as refugees and asylum seekers, their 
daily activities and their use of technology. Because of 
the highly sensitive setting of this research, understanding 
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ culture and language is 
vital to deal with them and to engage them actively in this 
study. Fortunately, one of our research team came from 
gulf region, and this factor has had huge impact to 
communicate with these vulnerable people to reveal more 
information about their daily lives. We were aware of the 
fact that we may not be able to get an insight into the 
everyday experiences of such demography by simply 
interviewing them. Hence, in addition to the interviews, 
we used cultural probes.  
Our cultural probes (Figure 1) consisted of the following 
material:  
• A photo elicitation book with a set of photos and 
questions related to them. This was done to elicit 
experiences pertaining to a certain life events such 
as the boat journey.  
• A disposable camera with instructions to take photos 
of specific objects, places and situations. 
• A log book to record daily activities and 
communications with friends and family members 
and their reaction after these communications. 
• A sketchbook to draw a design idea that will help 
their existing situation. 
• A map of the city to highlight important areas of 
personal and social significance, with coloured 
stickers. 
• An audio recorder for participants to express their 
feelings complementing any of the above material. 
 
 
Figure 1: Kit materials of Cultural Probes 
All these materials were handed out to the participants 
individually and each participant was given the 
following explanation on how to use the probe kit: 
“These materials are cultural probes which are a way 
for researchers to know more about participant such as 
what he feels and thinks, and everyday activities. We 
would like you to use them. Don’t worry about any 
material – nothing is mandatory- do whatever you want 
and we hope you will find fun when you use them. You 
can find all instructions inside this package and if you 
want to ask any question, you can call me or send email 
in any time. I ‘ll come back to collect them in about two 
weeks”. 
While it has been made very clear that the resulting 
cultural probes material are intended to inspire design and 
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generate new ideas and should not be treated as data 
(Gaver, Boucher, Pennington, & Walker, 2004), our 
intention was to use this material for a follow-up 
interview as a source of information, in line with the 
studies of Crabtree et al. (2003) and Vyas et al. (2008). 
Participants 
We were aware of the sensitivity and ethical issues 
connected to this type of research. We knew that it would 
not be easy to access participants from a refugee specific 
organization. Hence we contacted some activists and 
community workers who had an experience of working 
with refugees and asylum seekers. We joined some of 
these activists in their visits to the houses of asylum 
seekers and passively observed and learned how the 
activists were interacting with them. We also got our 
research study cleared through our institute’s ethical 
clearance committee.  
#  Participants (Gender, 
Age, Country) 
Employment Method 
1 Refugee (M, 40,Iraq) Taxi driver I / CP 
2 Refugee (M, 23,Iraq) Hairdresser I 
3 Asylum Seeker  
(M, 28, Afghanistan) 
Tiler I 
4 Refugee (M , 40, Iraq) Student I 
5 Asylum Seeker  
(M, 31, Iraq) 
Job seeker I 
6 Activist  
(F, 60, Australia) 
Community 
Worker 
I / V 
7 Activist   
(F, 53, Australia) 
Political Activist I / V 
8 Activist  
(M, 55, Australia) 
Philanthropist I / V 
9 Asylum Seeker  
(F, 35, Iraq) 
Job seeker I / CP 
10 Refugee  
(M, 26, Iraq) 
Security Guard I / CP 
11 Refugee  
(M, 41, Afghanistan) 
Job seeker I / CP 
12 Refugee  
(M, 59, Bedoon) 
Job seeker I / CP 
13 Asylum Seeker  
(M, 26, Iran) 
Hairdresser I / CP 
14 Activist  
(F, 44, Australia) 
Community 
Worker 
I 
Table 1: Information of our participants. I = Interviews; CP 
= Cultural Probes; V= Accompanying them in visits to 
refugees and asylum seekers’ homes. 
Our study involved a total of 14 participants from a 
metropolitan city in Australia. Participants were recruited 
by contacting different social welfare organisations, local 
churches and through the references from activists. The 
complete list of our participants is provided in Table 1. 
We had 6 refugees and 4 asylum seekers; 2 activists and 2 
community workers working for the welfares of refugees 
and asylum seekers. The reason to involve activists and 
community workers in study was that through them we 
wanted them to build rapport with participants because 
they are very sensitive when talking with strangers. The 
other reason was that we wanted to bring a different 
perspective to our data collection. Rather than simply 
interviewing them we accompanied them in their visits to 
the homes of refugees and asylum seeker. For example, 
we spent two days with an activist (P7), where we 
chauffeured her to different asylum seekers’ 
accommodations and joined her in meetings related to 
this issue. We also had a regular invitations from (P8), a 
head of non-profit organisations that support refugees and 
asylum seekers, to attend monthly meetings. This 
organisation invites many activists, volunteers and 
representatives of government services to their meetings 
to discuss the best ways to support refugees and asylum 
seekers. Some of participants were recruited through 
contact with this organisation, which linked us to 
participants. All the refugees and asylum seekers who 
participated received $30 gift cards as appreciation for 
their participation in the study. 
Data Analysis 
We transcribed all interviews and identified common 
themes across all participants. Some of the interviews 
were done in Arabic, so we translated them into English. 
After two weeks, we received the cultural probes 
materials from participants. Not all the participants were 
able to do each and every activity described in the 
cultural probes pack. We processed and printed out 
pictures taken by participants. In the end, we undertook 
thematic analysis (Joffe & Yardley, 2004) to recognize 
key themes from the interviews and cultural probes.  
FINDINGS 
This section reports the findings of the interviews and 
cultural probes. The analysis of the data reveals three 
broad themes among participants: 1) Mistrust, 2) Cultural 
barriers and 3) Displacement trauma.  
Mistrust  
Trust issues are seen to be quite common in refugees and 
asylum seekers. Strangers are considered as different and 
dangerous until their actions prove them trustworthy 
(Knudsen, 1995). When we started this research, we 
contacted P6, who had an extensive experience with 
refugees and asylum seekers, to help us in recruiting 
participants. She commented on this: “You have to 
understand first that this group [refugees and asylum 
seekers] is very sensitive about revealing their 
information and, in my opinion, it is very hard or even 
impossible to convince asylum seekers to get involved in 
your research. With refugees, yes, you have a better 
chance as they have a much secured status”.  
We accompanied P7 twice while she visited homes of 
different asylum seekers. She took a couple of boxes with 
her that had kitchen utensils and food items. Figure 2 
shows an example. P7 explained that because a majority 
of asylum seekers have trust issues, they are less likely to 
reach out for help from an agency or community care 
organizations. By frequently visiting them and bringing 
some kind of material that asylum seekers can use, she 
was helping them out. In a particular visit, we had an 
experience of informally interacting with an asylum 
seeking family from Iran that has been in Australia for 
three years. The father in this family was a teacher in Iran 
and he now works as an assistant teacher in a state school 
in Australia. When we asked him to participate in our 
study, he said: “My case is under consideration in 
Immigration, so I can’t tell you anything about my 
situation here in Australia”. 
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We recognised that the level of trust was different among 
participants. For instance, Iraqi participants were more 
confident to talk about their previous lives. By contrast, 
concerns were raised by Afghani and Iranian participants 
about revealing information regarding their previous life 
in Afghanistan and Iran.  P11, an Afghan refugee who has 
been in Australia for four years, commented: “I can tell 
you nothing about my life in Afghanistan, not just me but 
I think everyone from Afghanistan, the government 
doesn’t have control over our country and armed groups 
are everywhere, and they can really hurt our relatives in 
Afghanistan”. P8 is an activist and a head of 
organisations who has worked with refugees and asylum 
seekers for more than two years. He said: “Refugees and 
asylum seekers from Afghanistan are not active on social 
media and the reason for this is that they really worry 
about their families and friends in Afghanistan so they 
avoid comments and posts on social media”.  
 
Figure 2: Some aids for Asylum seekers 
On the other hand, Iraqi refugees are willing to talk about 
their previous life but Iraqi asylum seekers asked us to 
hide their names and pictures in our research to ensure 
that their cases are not affected in the Immigration 
process. For instance, P9, a female Iraqi asylum seeker, 
has lived in Australia with her two children for more than 
three years. She said about becoming involved in our 
research: “I asked my lawyer and he told me don’t sign 
any document and don’t talk about your case. Please 
don’t mention my name in your research”. With Iraqi 
refugees, the situation is different, they are more willing 
to tell us about some information we asked them and they 
were less sensitive about revealing their pictures or their 
names in our research. P2 was fully cooperative with us 
in the interview. He said: “you can ask any questions you 
want, I really want to help you in this research and I 
don’t care if you want to reveal information about me in 
your research”. 
In order to support the development of social capital 
through network ties, the relationship must be trusting 
and positive. However, to achieve this, developing trust 
in refugees and asylum seekers might be a challenging 
task. Lack of social capital for this marginalised group 
may lead to social isolation that affects their integration 
with their host community (Lamba & Krahn, 2003).     
Cultural barriers  
Cultural barriers can be a very serious issue for refugees 
and asylum seekers in relation to the possibility of 
integration into their host community. Various religious 
beliefs, having different attitudes and different ways of 
thinking make their lives, at times, very problematic. 
There were instances, where participants had lied to their 
family members back home about their situation. P7 
explained her experience with refugees. She commented: 
“They are too ashamed to tell their family about their 
situation in Australia. Many of them are jobless, and they 
aren’t allowed to bring their family to Australia. They 
keep false promises to their families.” 
Religious aspects also played a big role in hindering 
certain interaction between refugees and the host 
community. P1 who followed Islam had concerns about 
visiting non-Muslim friends’ homes for dinner. He was 
not always sure if he is going to get Halal food at his 
friends’ homes. P1 said: “I often bring some food with me 
when I am invited at some friends’ house. I initially said 
that this is the tradition I follow, but I know that I can’t 
do this all the time.” P4 also had similar experiences 
regarding food. He referred to instances where he was 
invited for picnics and could not share food because of 
his concerns of Halal food. Several studies have 
emphasized on the importance of sharing food and drink 
for supporting social connectedness and familiar form 
among refugee populations (McMichael & Manderson, 
2004) . 
Another cultural barrier for refugees and asylum seekers 
is shame. They do not want to ask for help because they 
believe that this may decrease their dignity. There were 
instances where participants did not ask for financial 
support even if they lived in poor conditions. P9 is a 
widow who lives in the poor suburb in Brisbane with her 
two children, said: “Even if I face financial stress and I 
do not have a job, I never ask for help from any 
organisations. Actually I was thinking to go but my son 
said to me ‘Please Mom don’t go, we are not beggars’. 
My husband was a pilot in the Iraqi army and we had 
everything — house, car and a good income — but we 
lost everything. He was killed by an armed group in 
Baghdad, so I decided to flee the country to save my 
children’s lives.” Figure 3 shows this participant’s living 
condition.  
 
Figure 3: Participant’s House 
P10, a refugee working as a security guard, commented: 
“Most Iraqi refugees had a good life in their country so 
they will not ask for help. In my case, I never went to any 
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organisation to ask them for support. I just go sometimes 
to Centrelink to fill out a form or something urgent 
regarding my visa”. By contrast, P11, a refugee from 
Afghanistan working as a volunteer in a community 
service organization, commented: “Every refugee and 
asylum seeker should be involved in these organisations, 
not just for financial support but for social activity and to 
know more about the Australian community and their 
culture. Unfortunately, some people don’t go there 
because they feel ashamed”.  
Another cultural barrier is that the cultural difference of 
having a distance between male and female members also 
played a role in making social connection.  P8 explained 
the role of gender in some asylum seeker communities: “I 
used to invite Sri Lankan Tamil refugees and other 
communities for picnic, and I noticed that in each times 
all Sri Lankan women would have their food away from 
men. This doesn’t help in making social connections.”   
Displacement Trauma 
Refugees and asylum seekers have been through many 
traumatic experiences. This may even include torture, as a 
result of the actions of other human beings, in the context 
of war and persecution. Out of the 10 refugees and 
asylum seekers who participated in our study, 9 of them 
came to Australia via boats without any visas. 
Displacement of such kind could have a long-term 
traumatic impact on individuals (UNHCR, 2015). We had 
heard many stories from the media that described boat 
journeys of asylum seekers. However, we did not 
anticipate the devastating effects these journeys had on 
refugees and asylum seekers. We asked P1 to describe his 
experience of his journey through the boat in our photo 
elicitation book. He said: “This was the worst period of 
my life. You can imagine that the boat was relatively 
small, to accommodate more than 100 people, and the 
ocean [Indian Ocean] is very dangerous, even for a large 
ship. So, think what it would be like on a small boat. For 
four days we didn’t have any desire to eat, everything 
was very bad, children were crying, the women were 
terrified and there was tension between the passengers on 
board. We were waiting for death in every moment; the 
waves were like mountains and valleys. In that time, I 
really regretted taking this journey. Anyway, finally we 
reached our destination safely but I still suffer from this 
experience, and I got depressed because of this journey”. 
To identify the social activities of P1, we gave him a task 
to put a sticker on map for his daily activities (Figure 4). 
The map revealed that P1 had very limited social 
activities. Another remarkable finding was that P1 had a 
very small offline social network. He attributed 
depression as the main reason and the displacement 
trauma was still affecting him which exacerbated his 
situation. 
Living without any family or friends and feeling lonely 
and depressed were distinct characteristics of all out of 
our participants. For instance, P5 had lived in Australia 
for more than two years as an asylum seeker. During this 
time, he had often suffered from depression and feeling of 
loneliness. He commented: “yes this [isolation] is the 
main reason; no one contacts with us or ask about us, no 
one, and the second reason I am jobless, it is not easy to 
find job, I applied many times for job but I couldn't find 
yet”.  
In a similar vein, P9 described her experience of her 
journey through the boat in our photo elicitation book. 
She wrote in Arabic, her first language (Figure 5). We 
translated her description: “No words can describe that 
feeling, whatever I have written and whatever I have 
talked about it may not be enough. I was terrified and I 
felt that I would die in this huge and deep ocean. The 
colour of the ocean was black and I haven’t ever seen 
anything like this before. Death was very close; I could 
see it and I felt it. The ocean was rough and the massive 
waves strongly hit our boat and that terrified me. At 
sunset my fears became bigger and bigger and you can 
imagine that if the colour of the water was black during 
the day, what colour of the water would be at night! The 
water wasn’t black, but it looked like the darkness of the 
grave because you can’t see anything except the sound of 
waves which hit the boat every second”.    
In another example, when we asked P12, who has been in 
Australia for more than four years, to take a picture of 
something he really liked in Australia and of something 
he doesn’t like in Australia, he took pictures of the ocean 
for both situations. When we asked him about the reason, 
he said “I like the Ocean because I can relax at the beach 
and breathe fresh air. However, I dislike the Ocean 
because it reminds me about the journey that I took to 
reach Australia”.    
 
Figure 4: P1's social activity. Yellow=house location, 
Green=friends location, Blue=visiting places, Red=future 
visiting 
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Figure 5: Images from photo elicitation book 
P12 answered our question about his experience in boat 
journey, he said: “It was the most dangerous Journey in 
my life. The smuggler told us that a big ship will take you 
to Australia. But we were shocking when the boat 
arrived. It wasn’t boat, it was object which made from old 
pieces of wood. We didn’t have a choice we took the boat 
and we were very lucky to reach safely to Australia. I got 
depressed for six months due to this journey”.          
There is a correlation between trauma that experienced by 
refugees and asylum seekers, and social isolation with 
their host community. Exposure to trauma may lead to 
negative impacts on refugees and asylum seekers both 
physically and mentally (Halcón et al., 2004).  
DISCUSSION  
This work aims to achieve a deeper understanding of 
refugees and asylum seekers’ challenges, displacement 
experiences, cultural beliefs and preferences to facilitate 
the design of interactive technologies that can provide 
positive experience to them. In this research we are not 
looking to meet refugees and asylum seekers’ specific 
requirements, but we aim to create new opportunities for 
them in the process of resettlement. The significance of 
our study includes three factors. First, we have presented 
an effective method for investigating social issues 
affecting refugees and asylum seekers in their everyday 
lives. The second factor is that we have used these 
empirical kit materials to yield a nuanced and detailed 
understanding about refugees and asylum seekers’ daily 
lives. The thematic model that emerged from the analysis 
of the data has led to deep insights about the cultural 
beliefs and preferences of refugees and asylum seekers. It 
has also provided a platform for informing and inspiring 
the designer of future technologies. Finally, we believe 
that this research has highlighted issues that refugees and 
asylum seekers face in Australia. This may encourage 
HCI researchers to engage in this topic to contribute to 
finding effective solutions for this marginalised 
community to reduce their vulnerability. We fully 
understand that any new suggestions to design new 
technologies for this vulnerable group may face many 
obstacles, including ethical, political and cultural. This is 
consistent with the view of Talhouk et al. (2016) who 
assert that political context, cultural issues, and researcher 
safety could undermine the work of HCI researchers in 
this sensitive context.  
Design Insights 
Returning to our results, it seems that refugees and 
asylum seekers require greater effort to rebuild their trust 
with their counterparts and their host community. 
Prosecution, war and displacement have led to the decline 
of social trust, reciprocity, and social cohesion for 
refugees and asylum seekers, and social capital is not 
easy to reform upon resettlement (McMichael & 
Manderson, 2004). Expanding the social networks for this 
marginalised group will enable them to access 
information and services in the host community, and will 
maintain communication with their home country. This 
network of connection, investments and commitments 
represents social capital (Waycott, et al., 2015). As 
Putnam (1995) states in his theory of social capital 
“networks of civic  engagement foster sturdy norms of 
generalized reciprocity and encourage the emergence of 
social trust”. When people have limited connections with 
their counterparts, activists and their host community, 
they are likely to face social isolation. In the case of 
refugees and asylum seekers, their social connections and 
social activities are usually limited because of cultural 
barriers, mistrust, trauma and a lack of language skills. 
This can prevent these vulnerable people from engaging 
in social activities in their host community, placing them 
at risk of isolation.  
Refugees and asylum seekers have shared goals, such as 
learning English, finding jobs, and integrating with their 
host community. Each of these vulnerable people has had 
different experiences regarding these goals, with some of 
them may have very successful experiences. Sharing 
them would be beneficial for others who face similar 
difficulties in achieving these goals. However, there is a 
lack of social interaction between these people as well as 
with stakeholders, including government services, non-
profit organisations, churches, caseworkers and activists. 
From our study, we identified that immigration 
authorities do not reveal any information to stakeholders 
about refugees and asylum seekers due to privacy issues. 
This situation has negatively affected stakeholders in their 
communication with these people and in meeting their 
needs. For instance, while organisations that support 
these vulnerable people may have large resources to 
support them, they do not know where they live or their 
contact numbers to facilitate communication with them. 
In most cases the only way to communicate is by personal 
visits. Putnam (1995) considers voluntary associations as 
at the heart of social capital. Coleman (1988)  states that 
at the individual level, people  may  able to secure 
benefits because of their membership in some network or 
larger social structure. A successful intervention 
technology should improve the communication between 
refugees and asylum seekers, allowing these people to 
share their experiences and access to large resources. 
Furthermore, this technology may assist in empowering 
these people by enhancing their communication with 
stakeholders to meet their needs and to respond in real 
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time. We propose to design innovative communication 
technologies that can allow refugees and asylum seekers 
to expand their social networks with their counterparts, 
activists and organisations, thus reducing their 
vulnerability and developing their social capital.. 
Technology can encourage these people to communicate 
freely and share information with their counterparts who 
share the same social issues.  Additionally, such as 
technology can be useful for activists and other 
stakeholders to communicate with these people and 
respond in real time when they need urgent assistance. 
Our experiences with this vulnerable group showed that 
in their existing situations they do not trust case workers 
who are responsible for urgent assistance, so they do not 
tell them everything about their lives. However, questions 
need to be answered about how technology can encourage 
these people to communicate freely and share information 
with their counterparts who share the same social issues 
and how technology can support their privacy needs. 
Technologies may have the potential to reduce the 
mistrust among refugees and asylum seekers by 
encouraging them to build connections with host 
community and by creating a sense of belonging in a 
group. In our study, we noticed that there was no link 
between refugees and asylum seekers. In fact, asylum 
seekers want to become refugees who have more stability 
and rights in Australia. It may be of benefit to connect 
these two groups where they can share ideas and provide 
advices has they may have gone through the same types 
of challenges. This will help the group to expand their 
networks and share their information and experiences to 
deal with these challenges. In fact, such an approach has 
been successfully used in a field study of isolated elderly 
people – by bringing together participants who had not 
previously meet each other, and helping them to build 
rapport by sharing messages and photographs through a 
new iPad application (Waycott et al., 2013) . Opening 
channels and collaboration with stakeholders, such as 
government, welfares services, churches, activists and 
volunteers is vital for HCI researchers to find effective 
solutions that may contribute to rebuild trust. We suggest 
that any new future technologies should be focused on 
privacy, to reassure this marginalised group about the 
confidentiality of their personal information.  
In our future work, we believe that innovative social tools 
could be effective for these vulnerable people so that they 
can interact more with stakeholders, including the 
government, network services, case managers, and 
activists. Empowering people through ICT tools is a key 
factor for social inclusion in their host community (Alam 
& Imran, 2015).  Designing such an application may 
contribute to more understanding of refugees and asylum 
seekers’ cultures, beliefs, displacement and attitudes, 
making stakeholders more effective and confident to deal 
with this marginalised group. In terms of trauma, making 
these people more sociable and interactive with their 
stakeholders will lead to create their social capital. 
However, information technologies can support social 
capital of individuals, If they have founded trust, 
reciprocity and shared identity with each other (Resnick, 
2001).  How can we leverage ICT to build environment 
that encourage refugees and asylum seekers to engage in 
social activities and produce social trust, reciprocity and 
sense of belonging? 
In our future work we aim to engage participants in 
participatory design workshops to design effective ICT 
tools that can meet their cultural preferences and create 
new channels with their host community.     
LIMITATION  
We believe that our research study did not have a highly 
diverse group of refugees and asylum seekers that we 
generally find in Australia. We are at an early stage of our 
research and we aim to involve a more diverse range of 
participants from different cultures. We also understand 
that methods like cultural probes are intended to spark 
inspiration and creativity among participants. As Gaver, 
et al. (2004) point out “probes are collections of 
evocative tasks meant to elicit inspirational responses 
from people—not comprehensive information about them, 
but fragmentary clues about their lives and thoughts”. 
However, in this research we use probes as a trigger to 
involve participants in a reflective mode where they are 
able to provide detailed insights of their genuine 
experiences of their lives. This approach has resulted in 
our results becoming less fragmentary, without losing the 
power of provocation.  
We believe that refugees and asylum seekers face 
tremendous problems which affect their integration in 
host community. As matter of fact, HCI research is 
currently far reaching in finding radical solutions for 
these issues.  However, conducting research in this 
sensitive setting may lead to raise several questions about 
the extent to which HCI research can play a role in 
handling some issues?  
CONCLUSION  
Understanding refugees and asylum seekers’ cultural 
preferences, beliefs, displacement, challenges and daily 
activities is a key factor to design innovative ICT tools 
that can empower them and support their connections 
with stakeholders (government services, welfare services, 
institutions, activists and volunteers). Our research has 
identified three common issues among participants, 
namely, mistrust issues, cultural barriers and 
displacement trauma. In relation to the first issue, we 
recognize that the level of trust varied largely among 
participants, depending on their culture and background. 
Cultural barriers also played a significant role in 
hindering the process of integration in the host 
community. Finally, the displacement trauma has been 
identified among participants related to their journey to 
reach Australia.  
There are many opportunities for HCI research to 
contribute to empower people in this particular sensitive 
setting. Enabling conversations between researchers and 
stakeholders can contribute effectively to provide 
extraordinary solutions that can reduce the suffering of 
these vulnerable people. Any future technology design 
should focus on how technology can support these people 
to expand their networks in their host community and 
should be an effective way to share information among 
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these people. Our research takes an important step 
towards understanding refugees and asylum seekers’ 
social issues, and we hope this will encourage HCI 
researchers to undertake further investigations in the 
development of technologies that reduce the vulnerability 
of this marginalised group.  
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